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Abstract 
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to explore and explain public preferences for different public 
procurement practices. The paper looks into public support for cost-effectiveness, discriminatory 
procurement in favour of domestic suppliers, and sustainable procurement. 
Design/methodology/approach – This study uses Eurobarometer public opinion data on 26.836 EU 
citizens from 27 EU countries. 
Findings – This paper shows that EU citizens want public authorities to evaluate multiple aspects of 
any procurement offer in their public procurement decisions. It also found that, although cost-
effectiveness and domestic favouritism are still important to EU citizens, citizens are most supportive 
of the objectives of sustainable procurement. Some associations between citizens’ procurement 
preferences and their social characteristics and political attitudes were found. Country of residence 
has the strongest association with citizens’ acceptance of the objectives of sustainable procurement. 
Research limitations/implications – The explanatory power of the models tested in this study is 
rather low, meaning that the predictors explain citizen procurement preferences only to a limited 
extent. Also, even though the data contain information on the procurement preferences of a large 
number of EU citizens, it is a topic of inquiry that is sensitive to social desirability bias.  
Originality/value – This paper contributes to the empirical understanding of public attitudes toward 
public procurement. It is one of few studies on citizen attitudes toward different public procurement 
practices. 
 
Keywords – Public procurement, public attitudes, sustainable procurement, discriminatory 
procurement, cost-effectiveness, Eurobarometer. 
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COST-EFFECTIVENESS, DOMESTIC FAVOURITISM AND SUSTAINABILITY IN PUBLIC PROCUREMENT:  
A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF PUBLIC PREFERENCES 
 
Introduction 
Traditionally, public procurement has had three main goals (Kelman, 1990: 11): Equity – or providing 
fair access to all bidders; integrity – or avoiding corruption; and economy and efficiency. In line with 
these goals, internal market development in the EU mainly followed the philosophy of neo-classical 
contracting theory. This philosophy is characterized by a focus on the reduction of costs, favouritism, 
and nationalism in public procurement. In this way, all bidders, no matter what national background, 
would have equal access to public contracts, resulting in lower overall costs for the public purse. As a 
result, price-criteria became a main driver behind public procurement decisions. 
Allowing criteria other than cost to steer public procurement decisions was thought to open 
the door for abuse, and threaten fair access to procurement tenders and integrity of the process. 
Indeed, despite commonly agreed upon goals, the field of public procurement has been plagued by 
favouritism, e.g. through including overly specific quality standards in tenders or through publishing 
incomplete tenders lacking crucial information (Mougeot and Naegelen, 2005). Favouritism in public 
procurement has often been utilized as a mean to support national industries (e.g. Edquist and 
Zabala-Iturriagagoitia, 2012).  
While support for the principles of neo-classical contracting theory has been extensive 
among public authorities in the EU, public bodies saw a desire for choosing suppliers not only based 
on price, but also on other criteria. Possibly undermined by the financial crisis, antiglobalist protest, 
and Euroscepticism, authorities became less convinced that EU-wide price-based competition is the 
best possible way for governments to purchase. Attention for social and environmental criteria in 
tenders, i.e. ‘sustainable procurement’, has grown in recent years, resulting in public organizations 
also trying to use procurement to support local SMEs, achieve environmental objectives, or to 
stimulate the employment of the long-term unemployed (see, e.g. MacFarlane and Cook, 2008; 
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Loader, 2013). Sustainable procurement objectives are often pursued to offset the negative 
consequences of production and consumption (Grandia, 2016: 183). Many of these upcoming policy 
objectives, however, sharply contrast with the principle of economy and choosing the cheapest 
bidder.  
We do know quite a lot about procurement structures or about legal aspects of newer forms 
of procurement. However, we know very little about citizens’ attitudes to the desirability of newer 
types of procurement or the use of criteria other than price for awarding tenders. Local procurement 
from local SMEs can for instance be seen as desirable, but it can also spark suspicion of favouritism 
(Esteves and Barclay, 2011). Environmental conditions could be seen as frivolous by citizens claiming 
this only increases costs. Opening up competition for foreign bidders may be seen as a threat to the 
domestic economy and as an offence against national pride (Frank, 2000). Despite the importance of 
public procurement in the economy, there is hardly any research looking at public attitudes. Where 
attitudes have received attention in procurement research, it concerned attitudes of procurement 
officials themselves (see, e.g. Grandia, 2015; Testa et al., 2012; Walker and Brammer, 2009), while 
procurement attitudes of the public are influenced by new policies, but also shape future policies, 
and are essential for the legitimacy of procurement policy.  
The purpose of this paper is to include the public in the study of public procurement and 
explore and explain public preferences for different public procurement practices. The paper looks 
into public support for cost-effectiveness, discriminatory procurement in favour of national suppliers, 
and sustainable procurement. It uses Eurobarometer data from 27 European countries. After an 
introduction looking at how governments further policy objectives through procurement; this paper 
first explores which procurement objectives are most important to citizens. Then,  we zoom in on 
public attitudes toward traditional procurement practices, and more in particular support for price-
criteria and domestic favouritism , and seek to describe and explain differences therein. 
Subsequently, the paper looks at attitudes to sustainable procurement and likely explanations for 
variance in these attitudes, in particular variance related to respondents´ social situation and their 
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political attitudes. We end with a discussion of our findings and their possible implications for EC 
procurement policy.  
 
 
Linkage in public procurement: Non-price criteria in awarding contracts 
When procuring goods and services, governments do not just want to purchase goods and services, 
but often pursue other policy objectives as well. Procurement has therefore not just been 
approached as a pure market transaction, but also as a way to deliver government policy objectives 
(Harland et al., 2013) or to achieve public value (Erridge, 2007). Government contracting can thus be 
perceived as ‘a tool of social regulation’ (McCrudden, 2004: 257) and is often used as a soft-law 
mechanism (Howe, 2010) that can be used to achieve a wider set of social, environmental and 
economic policy objectives.  
Achieving social and other objectives through procurement has also been called ‘secondary 
policies’ - the primary being buying goods and services (Morettini, 2011). McCrudden (2004) uses the 
concept of ‘linkage’ to refer to the practice of linking government contracting to the achievement of 
economic, environmental and social objectives in areas such as non-discrimination, working times, 
the position of the disabled in the labour markets, fair trade, and innovation. Linkage can be 
achieved through either awarding entire procurement contracts or a percentage thereof to specific 
organisations, such as a local social enterprise, or though forcing companies to take a number of 
considerations on board, such as working with local labourers or long-term unemployed, or with 
local social enterprises (Loosemore, 2016). Because the government is a large buyer, such strategies 
can cause governments to have an important impact on the supplier market structure and the nature 
of goods and service on offer by means of their procurement tenders (Jaerhrling, 2015). 
In essence, linkage entails moving away from the pure price criterion in procurement, which 
means discriminating suppliers on other grounds. Most of the older literature on procurement uses 
the concept of ‘discriminatory procurement’ (McLachlan, 1985); discrimination that has traditionally 
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happened in favour of national suppliers. One reason why preferring domestic suppliers has been so 
popular is because many of these industries government was buying from received either state 
subsidies, or were partially owned by public bodies. Good examples are (part) public ownership of 
shipyards, defence companies or car manufacturers. 
Privileging domestic suppliers has several objectives. It can be used to help national 
industries develop, to stimulate national innovation, to stimulate the economy, to protect national 
jobs or national industrial champions, to safeguard vital national interests, or to protect national 
industries against international competitors (Morettini, 2011; Edquist and Zabala-Iturriagagoitia, 
2012). Preferences for local suppliers have always been present to some extent, especially in large 
infrastructure projects or in defence related procurement. Despite the major emphasis on price 
throughout procurement history, it is very common for huge contracts to take effects on local or 
national employment into account. Domestic favouritism in public procurement hence means linking 
government purchasing to economic, social, employment and innovation policy objectives on a 
national level.  
In the early days of EU market integration, privileging domestic companies was quite 
common and there were very few foreign suppliers of public purchases (Branco, 1994). EU 
procurement policy has gradually worked towards outlawing such discrimination within the EU with 
an aim of extending the internal market also to government procurement. This policy saw opening 
up for foreign competition as essential to achieve value for money (Arrowsmith 2004).  
More recently, social and environmental objectives have become increasingly important in 
procurement practices (Walker and Brammer, 2009; Grandia, 2015). Such objectives include 
requirements such as employing local personnel (community benefit clause) or long-term 
unemployed persons, contributing to city regeneration, supporting small businesses (Loader, 2013), 
or satisfying certain non-legally binding environmental conditions (e.g. use of certified products) (see, 
e.g. MacFarlane and Cook, 2008). The concept of ‘sustainable procurement’ refers to a practice of 
including not just economic but also environmental and social criteria in procurement (Furneaux and 
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Barraket, 2014; Grandia, 2015) with an aim of ‘intentionally creating social outcomes (both directly 
and indirectly)’ (Furneaux and Barraket, 2014: 269), or, as McCrudden (2007) has called it, ‘buying 
social justice’. Environmental criteria entered procurement first, later social criteria were added 
(Walker et al., 2012).  
Despite the growing importance public bodies attach to sustainable procurement, major 
national differences exist in the degree of sustainable procurement (Brammer and Walker, 2011; 
Walker et al., 2012), and there are also substantial differences in how countries perform on key 
aspects of public procurement (European Commission, 2016). A study on green procurement for 
instance ranked Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden as top performers, and a very low 
uptake in most central European countries (except Lithuania and Slovakia) and Portugal (Renda et al., 
2012). In a report by UNEP, Sweden, the UK, Germany and Denmark are cited as leading in 
sustainable procurement (United Nations Environment Programme, 2013). Despite these differences, 
there is very limited comparative work on public procurement, and where it exists, such work mainly 
consists of country case studies (Knight et al., 2007). This paper contributes to the international 
comparative study of sustainable procurement by taking citizens’ country of residence into account 
in the exploration of the public’s preferences for different public procurement practices. 
 
 
The role of public preferences in procurement 
Public procurement tends to follow the wider social preferences: “Historically, we see consistent 
attempts to link public procurement with the government policy of the day, in areas as diverse as 
national industrial policy, reducing unemployment, improving employment conditions, support for 
small businesses, local development, employment of disabled workers, and equal pay for men and 
women, to mention only a few” (McCrudden, 2007: 93). Government policies, and procurement 
policies therefore as well, try to either reflect public preferences, or shape those preferences to bring 
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them in line with government policy. There thus is a mutual process of public opinions shaping new 
policy, and new policies shaping preferences (Burstein, 2003; Stimson, 2015).  
While procurement at first sight appears to be a rather abstract topic for citizens, there are 
indications that they actually have opinions on how procurement ought to take place. Public outrage 
against awarding contracts to companies violating human rights, or against awarding a contract to a 
foreign firm when national providers are available are common. Protests against opening the (public) 
service market transatlantically also show a lot of resistance against open markets and a preference 
for discriminatory public procurement. Similar voices can be heard against handing over control over 
energy provision or the management of critical transport- and other infrastructures to foreign 
companies (Verkuil, 2007). One can see further evidence in the practice of many governments to buy 
officials cars from the national manufacturers: Italian ministers driving Lancia. French driving 
Peugeot, Citroën and Renault, whereas one could see British ministers mainly in Jaguar. Doing 
otherwise is likely to result in popular disapproval.  
Citizens´ procurement preferences are not stand-alone attitudes, but reflect their social and 
socio-economic situation as well political attitudes. They will thus support a procurement practice 
that aligns with their personal attitudes and interests. We assume that EU citizens who experience 
economic strain value cost-effectiveness in procurement tenders, as well as social objectives, such as 
the employment of locals or long-term unemployed. We also assume that EU citizens who are left-
leaning in their views on political issues attach more value to social and environmental objectives 
than those oriented toward the political right. We expect the latter group of citizens to support 
nationality-considerations in public procurement. In addition, we hypothesize that highly educated 
citizens are more supportive of social and environmental objectives than those with basic education. 
Lastly, we expect citizens from small towns and rural areas to more strongly value social objectives, 
such as the hiring of local people, than those who live in large cities. 
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Data and method 
The data for this study are taken from a 2011 Special Eurobarometer survey among 26.836 
respondents in the–then–27 EU countries. Respondents were selected by means of random 
(probability) sampling of EU citizens aged 15 to 98. Data for this survey were collected through face-
to-face interviews in the respondents’ national language. Per EU country, approximately 1000 
citizens were interviewed. Exceptions are the EU countries with relatively few inhabitants: 
Luxembourg (N=503), Cyprus (N=500), and Malta (500); as well as Germany (N=1622) and the UK 
(N=1322).1 This Eurobarometer includes multiple questions on which factors are most important to 
EU citizens when public authorities decide to award procurement contracts. Data are analysed using 
a combination of t-tests, logistic regression, and multivariate linear regression, by means of IBM SPSS 
Statistics 24.  
 
Dependent variables 
To assess which procurement objectives are most important to EU citizens and public support for the 
traditional procurement practices (i.e. cost-effectiveness and domestic favouritism) we use the 
following survey question: 
 
“Imagine that public authorities plan to spend taxpayers’ money on an important project (for 
example building a hospital, a highway or a sewage-treatment plant) close to your home town. 
According to you, what should be the deciding factor when awarding contracts for such a 
project? The most important factor should be that…” 
 
Respondents chose from the following factors: i) the company to which the contract is 
awarded is [NATIONALITY]; ii) the cheapest offer is chosen; iii) the best offer is chosen across a mix of 
characteristics including the price and, for example, the quality, environmental considerations, social 
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aspects and/or innovative aspects; iv) the contract is awarded without delays so the project can be 
started as quickly as possible; v) don’t know.2  
To explore whether EU citizens are more supportive of cost-effectiveness or domestic 
favouritism in public procurement, we only look at those EU citizens who either indicated that the 
price of the offer or the company’s nationality should be decisive in awarding procurement contracts. 
To this end, we created a new binary variable in which all respondents who opted for nationality 
were assigned a score of 0 and all who opted for the cheapest offer were assigned a score of 1.  
To measure public attitudes toward sustainable procurement, and compare public support 
for traditional procurement practices and sustainable procurement objectives, we use a question 
from the Eurobarometer that asks:  
 
“Still thinking about the same situation, when public authorities decide on how to spend the 
taxpayers' money, imagine they don't choose the cheapest offer. In which cases do you think 
that public authorities can accept a more expensive offer? Public authorities can accept a 
more expensive offer as long as it ensures that…” 
 
This question was answered for the following cases: i) environmental aspects are taken into account; 
ii) social aspects are taken into account (for example jobs for long-term unemployed, young people 
or disabled are created); iii) innovative aspects are taken into account (for example new technologies 
are implemented); iv) aesthetic aspects are taken into account; v) small and medium sized companies 
are favoured; vi) the winning company is [NATIONALITY]; vii) the winning company employs local 
people to carry out the work. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent of their agreement with 
each of these seven statements on a four point Likert scale, ranging from totally agree to totally 
disagree.3 Since price-criteria are already imbedded in this Eurobarometer question, we use the case 
on nationality (vi) to compare public support for sustainable procurement  and traditional 
procurement practices. 
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To create a measure for support for sustainable procurement we bundled the cases of 
environmental aspects, social aspects, favouring small and medium sized companies [SME], and local 
employment into a single scale ranging from 0 to 3. To explore the dimensionality of this new 
measure we first performed an exploratory factor analysis (extraction method: principal axis 
factoring with oblique rotation (direct oblimin)). The EFA extracted a one-factor solution that 
explained 57.6% of the variance, with a KMO of .76 and no inter-item correlations or communalities 
below .3 (see Field 2013). The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .75; acceptable according to 
Nunnally (1978).  
 
Independent variables  
In line with the assumptions outlined earlier in this article, a number of independent variables have 
been included: gender, age, level of education, political ideology, type of community the respondent 
lives in, and their self-reported economic strain. For gender ‘0’ represents male citizens, and ‘1’ 
refers to female citizens. For age we recoded the existing age groups in the Eurobarometer (15-24 
years; 25-39 years; 40-54 years; and 55 years and older) into a dichotomous variable where ‘0’ is 
young (15-54 years) and ‘1’ is older (55 and up). To register citizens’ level of education the 
Eurobarometer asked how old they were when they stopped full-time education. We coded ‘no full-
time education’, 14 years, and 15 years as basic education, 16 to 19 years as secondary education 
and over 20 years as higher education. Respondents who were still studying at the time of the data 
collection were assigned to one of the three categories in correspondence to their age, to capture 
the level of education they have currently achieved (see Van de Walle and Jilke, 2014). To measure 
political left-right placement citizens were asked how they would place their views on political 
matters on a 10 point scale ranging from left (1) to right (10). We scored the categories 1 to 4 as ‘left’ 
(‘0’), the middle categories (5 to 6) as ‘centre’ (‘1’), and the categories 7 to 10 as ‘right’ (‘2’). All 
missing observations and ‘refusal’ observations were treated as missing observations. One’s 
community type is a measure for the size of the community a citizen resides in, where ‘0’ represents 
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a rural area or village, ‘1’ a small/middle town, and ‘2’ a large town. Citizens’ economic strain 
represents whether they (almost) never had difficulties paying their bills (‘0’) or they did, either from 
time to time or most of the time (‘1’). Lastly, where possible we include country-dummies in the 
analysis to control for citizens’ country of residence.  
 
   
Descriptive findings 
Citizens’ preferences in public procurement 
By way of introduction, we first describe the public attitudes toward public procurement, more in 
particular the procurement goals citizens find important. Figure 1 shows that the majority of EU 
citizens wants procurement tenders to be granted based on a combination of factors. Despite the 
agreement thereon within the EU, this result might be misleading; the Eurobarometer explains this 
mix as encompassing a wide range of objectives that touch upon multiple streams within 
procurement contracting theory (e.g. neo-classical contracting theory, as well as sustainable 
procurement). As such, it provides limited insight into the procurement objectives most valued by EU 
citizens. It does, however, suggest that citizens find it important to evaluate multiple aspects of any 
procurement offer, before awarding it.  
Another apparent observation in citizens’ procurement preferences is that they seem more 
supportive of discriminatory procurement in favour of national suppliers than  price-criteria. Across 
countries, the least importance is attached to the timely awarding of procurement contracts.  
 
<<Insert Figure 1 about here>> 
 
Cost-effectiveness or domestic favouritism in public procurement? 
We now zoom in on public attitudes toward traditional procurement practices. Historically, 
procurement practices have been dominated by the objectives of neo-classical contracting theory 
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(e.g. price criteria) and discriminatory procurement. Both practices have been met by approval and 
disapproval of citizens (e.g. Frank, 2000). The previous section suggested that EU citizens are more 
supportive of discriminatory procurement in favour of national suppliers than procurement practices 
that strive for cost-effectiveness. In this section, we test this hypothesis by means of one sample t-
tests4 for each country. Table 1 shows how often either of these factors was selected in each EU 
country and whether these within-country differences are significant to the benefit of which 
procurement factor.  
 
<<Insert Table 1 about here>> 
 
Table 1 shows that citizens are generally more supportive of discriminatory procurement than of 
price criteria in awarding procurement contracts: in over 60% of the included EU countries 
nationality of the supplier was more frequently chosen as the most important procurement factor. In 
fact, only Portuguese citizens are more supportive of price considerations leading public 
procurement decisions. No differences in these preferences were found mostly in Eastern and 
Southern European countries.  
 
 
Analysis: Explaining procurement preferences 
Explaining citizen support for traditional procurement practices 
EU citizens are more likely to support domestic favouritism than cost-effectiveness of procurement 
offers. In this analytic section we develop a multivariate model to explain procurement preferences, 
based on the assumptions introduced earlier.  We do so by running a logistic regression.5 The results 
of this analysis are displayed in table 2. This table shows whether EU citizens’ social situation and 
political attitudes are related to the probability of citizens stating that they would choose the 
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company’s nationality as the decisive procurement factor (0), versus the choice for the price of the 
procurement offer (1). 
 
<<Insert Table 2 about here>> 
 
Table 2 shows that the model is a significant fit to the data (X2(9)=106.72, p=.000). The Nagelkerke R2 
(0.023), however, does show that the link between EU citizens’ background characteristics, social 
situation and political attitudes and their preferences for either of the traditional procurement 
practices is not very strong. Irrespective of the strength of those bonds, table 2 does show that older 
citizens have a higher probability of valuing a company’s nationality than younger citizens. EU citizens 
who consider themselves as centre-oriented and right-leaning on a political ideology scale also have 
a greater chance of opting nationality considerations than those with a more ‘left’ view on political 
matters. Left-leaning citizens are more likely to support cost-effectiveness than those with other 
political views. What stands out here, is that this effect is stronger for citizens oriented toward the 
political centre, meaning that they differ more from left-leaning citizens than right-oriented citizens 
do. This suggests that the relation between political ideology and the probability of opting either 
nationality or price is not linear, which is somewhat contrary to what we hypothesized earlier. A 
possible explanation might be that cost-efficiency is also core to a more conservative (i.e. right) 
political perspective and, as a consequence thereof, we find relatively small–but significant– 
differences between left- and right-leaning citizens.  
While age and political ideology are negatively associated with citizens’ probability of 
choosing price as the decisive procurement factor, community type and economic strain are 
positively related thereto: citizens who are from a large town have a higher chance of valuing price 
than citizens from a rural area. Lastly, in line with the expectations formulated earlier, citizens who 
experience economic strain are also more likely to choose cost-effectiveness as the decisive 
procurement factor. 
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New developments in public procurement? EU citizens’ attitudes toward sustainable procurement 
Sustainable procurement considerations are becoming increasingly important to public procurement 
(Walker and Brammer, 2009). Even though public money is spent when procurement contracts are 
awarded, we know relatively little about the public’s acceptance of these relatively new procurement 
objectives. In this section, we first compare the public’s attitudes toward traditional procurement 
practices and sustainable procurement: which objectives are more strongly supported by the EU 
public? We then examine how citizens’ background, social situation and political attitudes and their 
country of residence are associated with their acceptance sustainable objectives in public 
procurement decisions. We do so by means of a linear multiple regression.  
 To offset support for traditional procurement practices against support for sustainable 
procurement we examined whether EU citizens are more likely to accept a more expensive 
procurement offer if the awarded company is of their own nationality or if environmental and social 
aspects are taken into account. We looked at significant differences in means, and found that The EU 
public is more likely to agree with a more expensive procurement offer if it takes environmental and 
social aspects into account (mean=2.39, on a scale from 0 to 3) than when this price difference is due 
to nationality considerations (mean=1.98). A one sample t-test (t=103.89, p=.000)shows that this 
mean-difference is significant, suggesting that nationality and price are not the most critical factors 
when decisions about public procurement are made, but sustainability is. EU citizens thus appear 
more supportive of sustainable procurement than discriminatory procurement practices or cost-
effectiveness. 
 
Linking support for sustainable procurement to citizen characteristics 
The analysis thus far shows that EU citizens are generally acceptant of sustainable procurement 
considerations. In this section of the paper, we try to explain citizen attitudes toward sustainable 
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procurement. To this end we examine two models by means of a linear multiple regression. The first 
model explores the link between citizens’ social situation and political attitudes and their acceptance 
of social and environmental objectives. The second model examines the relations between the latter 
and citizens’ residence in the different EU countries. The results of this analysis are displayed in table 
3. 
 
<<Insert Table 3 about here>> 
 
Model 1 shows very little impact of citizens’ personal background on their acceptance of a more 
expensive procurement offer due to sustainability considerations, though there are some significant 
effects to report: women are more accepting of sustainable procurement objectives in public 
procurement than men. The same conclusion applies to older EU citizens. In contrast to gender and 
age, level of education and political ideology are negatively associated with support for sustainable 
procurement: in line with the earlier formulated assumptions, EU citizens who have right-leaning 
political views are less acceptant of more expensive public procurement for the benefit of social and 
environmental objectives than left-leaning citizens. The same applies to higher educated EU citizens 
vis-à-vis citizens with basic education. The latter is contrary to what we expected; i.e. that highly 
educated citizens would be more accepting of this type of procurement. A possible explanation might 
be found in the earlier described mechanisms of how favouritism in procurement can spark 
sentiments of suspicion (see Esteves and Barclay, 2011). It could also be that such procurement 
objectives are perceived as a possible threat to equity and integrity in the awarding of procurement 
contracts. Lastly, also contrary to our expectations, we found no evidence that citizens from rural 
areas and small and mid-sized towns more strongly value sustainable procurement than citizens from 
large cities. 
In model 2, we add the different EU countries to see how country of residence is associated 
with citizen support for sustainable procurement. The increase in the R2 of model 2, compared to 
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model 1, shows that the acceptance of sustainable procurement objectives is more strongly linked to 
between country-differences than to citizens’ social situation and political attitudes, although these 
associations are still not very strong. When controlling for country of residence, the associations 
between citizens’ personal characteristics and their acceptance of social and environmental 
objectives largely remain unchanged. Only the effect of age has become stronger, as well as the 
difference between citizens who are centre- and left-oriented in their political attitudes; those who 
are centre-oriented appear to be less acceptant of social and environmental considerations than 
those who are left-oriented, when controlling for the EU countries of residence.  
 
 
Discussion  
The aim of this paper was to explore and explain EU citizens’ attitudes toward different procurement 
practices. In this paper, we focussed on explaining preferences for three dominant procurement 
practices: the first stems from neo-classical contracting theory in which price-criteria lead 
procurement decisions; the second is discriminatory procurement, by means of which national 
suppliers are favoured; the third reflects more current trends in public procurement that have led to 
the inclusion of social and environmental objectives in procurement decisions, often referred to as 
sustainable procurement. 
 This paper showed that EU citizens want public authorities to evaluate multiple aspects of 
any procurement offer, before a procurement contract is awarded. We also found that citizens 
attach more value to some procurement practices over others. For instance, it was found that the 
public is less supportive of cost-effectiveness than of domestic favouritism in public procurement: in 
over 60% of the EU countries, citizens are more inclined to choose a supplier of their own nationality 
than the cheapest procurement offer. Looking at explanations for such preferences, we find that 
older citizens and those with centre- and right oriented political attitudes are more likely to value 
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nationality considerations. Price criteria are more important to those from large cities and citizens 
who experience economic strain.  
 The EU public most strongly supports the objectives of sustainable procurement. This study 
showed that public support for sustainable procurement is greater than citizen support for 
traditional procurement practices: citizens are most strongly inclined to accept a more expensive 
procurement offer if that price difference is due to the inclusion of environmental and social 
objectives. Women and older citizens are more likely to (strongly) support sustainable procurement 
practices, while highly educated citizens and those with centre- and right oriented political attitudes 
are less acceptant thereof. Support for sustainable procurement, however, is most strongly linked to 
citizens’ country of residence. 
Although we found significant relations between citizens’ procurement preferences and their 
background characteristics, social situation and political attitudes, and country of residence, these 
predictors explain little of the variance in public attitudes toward procurement practices. A possible 
explanation therefore might lie in the strong agreement among EU citizens with the objectives of 
sustainable procurement: almost all respondents (strongly) agree with including these objectives in 
public procurement decisions.  
We also found that, most likely as a consequence of this mass agreement, the explanatory 
models have difficulty estimating the scores of those citizens who disagree with these statements. 
However, because this difficulty stems from their divergence from the general tendency to support 
sustainable procurement, the responses from these citizens are also valid. That is why this limitation 
is unlikely to have invalidated the findings of this study. 
The strong public support for sustainable procurement might be linked to social desirability 
bias. In inquiries of attitudes toward sustainable procurement, respondents “are often compelled to 
give a positive impression of their own and their organisation’s activities. This is due to social 
desirability bias, where respondents feel a pressure to be perceived in a socially acceptable way with 
regard to sustainability. This may cause findings to be more positive than they are in reality” (Walker 
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et al., 2012: 202). According to Walker et al. (ibid.) social desirability hence presents studies of 
sustainable procurement with one of its greatest methodological challenges. 
Despite these limitations, this study has added value for multiple reasons. It is one of the first 
research endeavours on citizen attitudes toward different practices of public procurement. And 
hence, it is one of the first studies to include the public in the study of public procurement. By means 
of these efforts, this paper shows that cost-effectiveness and discriminatory procurement in favour 
of national suppliers remain important in public procurement decisions, but that these two 
traditional procurement practices are superseded in public support by the objectives of sustainable 
procurement. Despite the strong public support for sustainable procurement, the EC seemingly still 
adopted a neo-classical perspective on public contracting when commissioning the survey used in 
this paper: asking under which circumstances a more expensive procurement offer would be 
acceptable suggests that cost-effectiveness is leading in procurement decisions, at least from a policy 
perspective. The EU Directive 2014/24/EU changed this perspective through explicitly mentioning the 
´use of public procurement in support of common societal goals´(p.3). This shows a shift in policy, 
one that could either have been informed by public attitudes and changing policy practice, or one 
that could help extend the uptake of social and environmental objectives in future tenders.  
 
 
Notes 
1
 For the analysis, observations from Great Britain and Northern Ireland were merged to represent the UK 
citizens. Observations from West and East Germany were merged to represent Germany. 
2
 For the analysis, we treated observations on the ‘don’t know’ answer category as missing observations and 
filtered them out accordingly. 
3
 These scales also included a ‘don’t know’ option, which was programmed as a missing value category. 
4
 The test-value for these one sample t-tests is 0.5. If there is no difference in the frequency with which EU 
citizens opted for either price or nationality, the mean of this variable would be 0.5 (the mean of 0 and 1). 
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5
 Because there are relatively few observations on the dependent variable and empty combinations of 
categories of the independent variables are problematic for logistic regression (Field, 2013), we are unable to 
include the EU countries as predictors in this analysis. 
 
 
References 
Arrowsmith, S. (2004), “Public procurement: An appraisal of the UNCITRAL model law as a global 
standard”, International and Comparative Law Quarterly, Vol. 53 No. 01, pp. 17-46. 
Brammer, S. and Walker, H. (2011), “Sustainable procurement in the public sector: an international 
comparative study”, International Journal of Operations & Production Management, Vol. 31 
No. 4, pp. 452-476. 
Branco, F. (1994), “Favoring domestic firms in procurement contracts”, Journal of International 
Economics, Vol. 37 No. 1-2, pp. 65-80. 
Burstein, P. (2003), “The impact of public opinion on public policy: A review and an agenda”, Political 
Research Quarterly, Vol. 56 No. 1, pp. 29-40. 
Edquist, C. and Zabala-Iturriagagoitia, J.M. (2012), “Public Procurement for Innovation as mission-
oriented innovation policy”, Research Policy, Vol. 41 No. 10, pp. 1757-1769. 
Erridge, A. (2007), “Public procurement, public value and the Northern Ireland unemployment pilot 
project”, Public Administration, Vol. 85 No. 4, pp. 1023-1043. 
Esteves, A. M., and Barclay, M. A. (2011), “Enhancing the benefits of local content: integrating social 
and economic impact assessment into procurement strategies”, Impact Assessment and 
Project Appraisal, Vol. 29 No. 3, pp. 205-215. 
European Commission. (2011), Special Eurobarometer 363 / Wave 75.1: Internal Market: Awareness, 
Perceptions and Impacts, TNS Opinion & Social, Brussels. 
European Commission. (2016), “Single market scoreboard. Performance per Policy Area: Public 
Procurement”, available at: 
 20 
 
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/scoreboard/performance_per_policy_area/public_proc
urement/index_en.htm. Accessed 20 Sep. 2016 (accessed 15 September 2016). 
Field, A. (2013), Discovering Statistics Using SPSS: and sex and drugs and rock ‘n roll (4th ed.), Sage, 
Los Angeles, CA. 
Frank, D. (2000), Buy American: The untold story of economic nationalism, Beacon Press, Boston, 
Mass. 
Furneaux, C., and Barraket, J. (2014), “Purchasing social good(s): a definition and typology of social 
procurement”, Public Money & Management, Vol. 34 No. 4, pp. 265-272. 
Grandia, J. (2015), Implementing sustainable public procurement: An organisational change 
perspective, Doctoral dissertation, Erasmus University Rotterdam, Rotterdam. 
Grandia, J. (2016), “Finding the missing link: Examining the mediating role of sustainable 
procurement behaviour”, Journal of Cleaner Production, Vol. 124, pp. 183–190. 
Harland, C., Telgen, J., and Callender, G. (2013), “International Research Study of Public 
Procurement”, in Harland, C., Nassimbeni, G., and Schneller, E. (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of 
Strategic Supply Management, Sage, London, pp. 374-401.  
Kelman, S. (1990), Procurement and Public Management: The Fear of Discretion and the Quality of 
Government Performance, University Press of America, Lanham, MD. 
Knight, L., Harland, C., Telgen, J., Thai, K. V., Callender, G., and McKen, C. (Eds.)(2007),  Public 
procurement: International cases and commentary, Routledge, Abingdon. 
Loader, K. (2013), “Is public procurement a successful small business support policy? A review of the 
evidence”, Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, Vol. 31 No. 1, pp. 39-55. 
Loosemore, M. (2016), “Social procurement in UK construction projects”, International Journal of 
Project Management, Vol. 34 No. 2, pp. 133-144. 
McCrudden, C. (2004), “Using public procurement to achieve social outcomes”, Natural Resources 
Forum, Vol. 28, No. 4, pp. 257-267. 
 21 
 
McCrudden, C. (2007), Buying social justice: Equality, government procurement, and legal change, 
Oxford University Press on Demand, Oxford. 
McCrudden, C. (2007), “Corporate Social Responsibility and Public Procurement”, in McBarnet, D., 
Voiculescu, A. and Campbell, T. (Eds.), The New Corporate Accountability: Corporate Social 
Responsibility and the Law, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 93-118. 
MacFarlane, R. and Cook, M. (2008), “Community benefit in Public procurement: A Report 
Demonstrating the Methodology for Including Targeted Recruitment and Training Clauses in 
Public Sector Contracts”, Scottish Government, Edinburgh. 
McLachlan, D. L. (1985), “Discriminatory public procurement, economic integration and the role of 
bureaucracy”, JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 23 No. 4, pp. 357-372. 
Morettini, S. (2011), “Public Procurement and Secondary Policies in EU and Global Administrative 
Law”, in Chiti, E. and Mattarella, B. G. (Eds.), Global Administrative Law and EU 
Administrative Law, Springer-Verlag, Berlin / Heidelberg, pp. 93-118. 
Mougeot, M., and Naegelen, F. (2005), “A political economy analysis of preferential public 
procurement policies”, European Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 21 No. 2, pp. 187-209. 
Nunnally, J. C. (1978), Psychometric theory (2nd ed.), McGraw-Hill, New York. 
Renda, A., Pelkmans, J., Egenhofer, C., Schrefler, L., Luchetta G., Selçuki, C ., Ballesteros, J., and 
Zirnhelt, A. (2012), “The uptake of green procurement in the EU27”, Centre for European 
Policy Studies (CEPS) & College of Europe, Brussels. 
Sharma, S., Shimp, T. A., and Shin, J. (1995), “Consumer ethnocentrism: A test of antecedents and 
moderators”, Journal of the academy of marketing science, Vol. 23 No. 1, pp. 26-37.Stimson, 
J. A. (2015), “Tides of consent: How public opinion shapes American politics”, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge. 
Testa, F., Iraldo, F., Frey, M., and Daddi, T. (2012), “What factors influence the uptake of GPP (green 
public procurement) practices? New evidence from an Italian survey”, Ecological Economics, 
Vol. 82, pp. 88-96. 
 22 
 
United Nations Environment Programme (2013), “Sustainable public procurement: A global review. 
Final report”, UNEP, Nairobi. 
Van de Walle, S., and Jilke, S.R. (2014), “Savings in public services after the crisis: A multilevel analysis 
of public preferences in the EU27”, International Review of Administrative Sciences, Vol; 80, 
No. 3, p. 597-618. 
Verkuil, P. R. (2007), “Outsourcing sovereignty: Why privatization of government functions threatens 
democracy and what we can do about it”, Cambridge University Press, New York. 
Walker, H., and Brammer, S. (2009), “Sustainable procurement in the United Kingdom public sector”, 
Supply Chain Management: An International Journal, Vol. 14 No. 2, pp. 128-137. 
Walker, H., Mayo, J., Brammer, S., Touboulic, A., and Lynch, J. (2012), “Sustainable procurement: an 
international policy analysis of 30 OECD countries”, paper presented at the 5th international 
public procurement conference, August, Seattle, USA, available at: 
http://www.ippa.org/IPPC5/Proceedings/Part5/PAPER5-10.pdf 
Walker, H., Miemczyk, J., Johnsen, T. and Spencer, R. (2012), “Sustainable procurement: Past, present 
and future”, Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management, Vol. 18 No. 4, pp. 201-206. 
Weiss, L., and Thurbon, E. (2006), “The business of buying American: Public procurement as trade 
strategy in the USA”, Review of International Political Economy, Vol. 13 No. 5, pp. 701-724. 
 
 
  
 23 
 
Figures 
 
 
FIGURE 1. Most important procurement factor according to EU citizens, in % (N=25.758)  
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Tables 
 
TABLE 1. Price criteria versus support for national suppliers, preferences of EU citizens 
 
 Country Total N Nationality Cheapest offer t Sig. 
   N % N %   
1. France 325 216 66.5% ** 109 33.5% -6.28 .000 
2. Belgium 272 174 64.0% ** 98 36.0% -4.79 .000 
3. The Netherlands 147 105 71.4% ** 42 28.6% -5.73 .000 
4. Germany 495 332 67.1% ** 163 32.9% -8.07 .000 
5. Italy 305 167 54.8% 138 45.2% -1.67 .097 
6. Luxembourg 90 56 62.2% * 34 37.8% -2.38 .020 
7. Denmark 224 171 76.3% ** 53 23.7% -9.26 .000 
8. Ireland 444 297 66.9% ** 147 33.1% -7.56 .000 
9. The UK 362 276 76.2% ** 86 23.8% -11.72 .000 
10. Greece 371 171 46.1% 200 53.9% 1.51 .132 
11. Spain 401 238 59.4% ** 163 40.6% -3.81 .000 
12. Portugal 470 201 42.8% 269 57.2% ** 3.17 .002 
13. Finland 299 219 73.2% ** 80 26.8% -9.06 .000 
14. Sweden 98 82 83.7% ** 16 16.3% -8.97 .000 
15. Austria 421 272 64.6% ** 149 35.4% -6.26 .000 
16. Cyprus 137 88 64.2% ** 49 35.8% -3.46 .001 
17. Czech Republic 310 185 59.7% ** 125 40.3% -3.47 .001 
18. Estonia 261 194 74.3% ** 67 25.7% -8.98 .000 
19. Hungary 396 248 62.6% ** 148 37.4% -5.19 .000 
20. Latvia 375 245 65.3% ** 130 34.7% -6.23 .000 
21. Lithuania 361 189 52.4% 172 47.6% -0.89 .372 
22. Malta 139 71 51.1% 68 48.9% -0.25 .800 
23. Poland 345 172 49.9% 173 50.1% -0.05 .957 
24. Slovakia 286 132 46.2% 154 53.8% 1.30 .194 
25. Slovenia 282 149 52.8% 133 47.2% -0.95 .342 
26. Bulgaria 353 187 53.0% 166 47.0% -1.12 .264 
27. Romania 474 204 43.0% ** 270 57.0% 3.06 .002 
           * Difference is significant at p <0.05 (2-tailed). 
          ** Difference is significant at p <0.01 (2-tailed). 
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TABLE 2. Explaining nationality and price preferences (N=6.240) 
      95% CI for Exp(B) 
 B S.E. Wald Sig. Exp(B) Lower Upper 
Gender -.073 .053 1.909 .167 .930 .838 1.031 
Age -.300 .058 26.514 .000 .741 .661 .831 
Secondary education -.073 .065 1.266 .260 .929 .818 1.056 
Higher education -.126 .077 2.679 .102 .881 .757 1.025 
Political centre -.207 .062 11.062 .001 .813 .720 .919 
Political right -.153 .069 4.936 .026 .858 .749 .982 
Small/middle town  .018 .062 .086 .770 1.018 .902 1.150 
Large town .188 .067 7.819 .005 1.207 1.058 1.377 
Economic strain  .337 .054 39.426 .000 1.400 1.260 1.555 
Constant -.244 .097 6.371 .012 .783  
 
 
R
2
= 0.013 (Hosmer and Lemeshow), 0.017 (Cox & Snell), 0.023 (Nagelkerke). 
Model X
2
(9) = 106.72, p =0.000. 
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TABLE 3. Modelling EU citizens’ acceptance of sustainable procurement (N=19.198) 
 Model 1  Model 2  
 B S.E. β Sig. B S.E. β Sig. 
Constant 2.28 0.016  0.000** 2.369 0.024  0.000** 
         
Personal 
characteristics 
        
Gender 0.055 0.008 0.050 0.000** 0.052 0.008 0.048 0.000** 
Age 0.022 0.009 0.019 0.011* 0.025 0.009 0.022 0.003** 
Secondary education 0.000 0.011 0.000 0.973 0.011 0.012 0.010 0.358 
Higher education -0.053 0.012 -0.046 0.000** -0.032 0.012 -0.028 0.010* 
Political centre -0.017 0.009 -0.015 0.071 -0.025 0.009 -0.022 0.003** 
Political right -0.044 0.10 -0.036 0.000** -0.035 0.010 -0.029 0.001** 
Small/middle town  0.000 0.009 0.000 0.983 -0.001 0.009 0.000 0.956 
Large town -0.009 0.010 -0.007 0.404 -0.012 0.010 -0.010 0.239 
Economic strain -0.010 0.008 -0.009 0.231 -0.003 0.009 -0.003 0.706 
         
Country-dummies  
(ref: France) 
        
Belgium     -0.127 0.026 -0.049 0.000** 
Netherlands     -0.245 0.026 -0.095 0.000** 
Germany     0.019 0.024 0.009 0.437 
Italy     -0.083 0.029 -0.028 0.004** 
Luxembourg     -0.113 0.034 -0.028 0.001** 
Ireland     -0.051 0.029 -0.017 0.073 
Denmark     -0.206 0.027 -0.080 0.000** 
The United Kingdom     -0.101 0.026 -0.041 0.000** 
Greece     -0.092 0.029 -0.031 0.001** 
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Spain     0.098 0.028 0.034 0.000** 
Portugal     -0.365 0.030 -0.112 0.000** 
Finland     -0.053 0.027 -0.020 0.050 
Sweden     -0.084 0.026 -0.033 0.001** 
Austria     -0.026 0.027 -0.010 0.333 
Cyprus     0.207 0.038 0.045 0.000** 
Czech Republic     -0.236 0.027 -0.087 0.000** 
Estonia     -0.030 0.028 -0.010 0.291 
Hungary     -0.082 0.027 -0.030 0.003** 
Latvia     -0.147 0.028 -0.051 0.000** 
Lithuania      -0.239 0.032 -0.067 0.000** 
Malta     -0.100 0.040 -0.020 0.013* 
Poland      -0.238 0.030 -0.074 0.000** 
Slovakia     -0.138 0.027 -0.051 0.000** 
Slovenia     -0.069 0.030 -0.021 0.022 
Bulgaria     -0.075 0.029 -0.025 0.010* 
Romania     -.157 0.031 -0.047 0.000** 
         
R
2
 0.006    0.041    
Adjusted R
2
 0.006    0.040    
F Change 13.670    23.568    
Sig. F Change 0.000    0.000    
Durbin-Watson 1.461    1.513    
         
* Sig. at p <0.05 (2-tailed). 
** Sig. at p <0.01 (2-tailed). 
 
